flowers and a grease-stained apron. In her right hand
she carried a stubby, yellow-handled kitchen knife
with a flake of cheese on the edge, and she was still
munching at an indeterminate meal as she opened the
door.
"You want a nice, quiet room, girl ?" she said.
"Well, I won't say it's not plain 'ere, I won't say it's
not rough-and-ready. But I think youll find it homey.
My terms are a pound a week, all found, Lik^ to see
the room ?"
All the money I had in the world was Alec's first five
pounds, clutched in my bag, and I couldn't afford to
be fastidious. Wherever I went, a pound a week would
hardly get me more than the dark hall and the narrow
bedroom, with its wall-paper pattern of delirious
autumn leaves* Mrs Sarum at least appeared friendly,
Doorstep after grimy doorstep, length after length of
darkening street stretched ahead of me if I wanted to
pick and choose my refuge. I was content for the first
chance knock to have picked it for me. I hardly
looked at the lumpy bed and the cracked washstand, I
said yes and yes, and I moved in that night with my
belongings from my lodgings in Bayswater.
An odour of decay and of futureless despair hung
about the Sarum's house, Long ago, in the distant
years when Canonbury was a quarter of prosperous
business folk, Mrs Sarum's father had been a rich fish-
monger who drove to his shop in the morning in a
carriage and pair. In those days nine o'clock had seen
carriages waiting before almost every one of the pillared
porticoes where squalling children now played. Mrs
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